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Mony of todoy's students bolonce their studies with jobs they leorn to volue for
experience, comoroderie, ond paying the bills
h re was a pause in the conversation. Mic hae l
aida was in the middle of sharing the many
aspects of his life when he drew a blank. 'Tm
sorry," he says. "In the last three day s I've had a
total of two hours of sleep."
Aside from being a fourth-year architecture student in the midst of finals, Maida spent 13 hours this
week at Haven Dining Center wearing his supervisor's hat. He scheduled employees' hours, opened
the dining center over the weekend, solved problems, and handled many other administrative tasks.
The remaining hours of his week were consumed
with resident advisor responsibilities at Watson Hall.
"With course deadlines, my job, and being an
RA, it can get hectic at times. But as long as I can
plan ahead for the day, week, and month, then I
have things under controL" Maida says. "I still
stand post as omelet and pancake guy, because
cooking helps me relax. Usually, I sleep only when I
have to give in."
In his second semester as RA on the third floor
of Lawrinson HalL junior Justin Drew also experiences job pressures. Fortunately for the photography student and his residents, the challenge
stimulates him. "Being an RA helps you think on
your feet and gives you all the things you can't
study for," Drew says. "My leadership, communication, and conflict resolution skills have all been
sharpened. It's weird, but I've become more comfortable with myself."
Drew a nd Maida are among the 4, 000 SU students who work while managing the daily
demands of college life. Although work has rew ards, it might as well be a requi red course.
"Yes, I am grateful for the experience," Drew
says, "but I did it for financial reasons."
Gone are the days when parents were viewed as
the sole providers for education, a nd working students w ere in the minority. According to a Cornell
University survey published in the 1993 special
edition of the JournaL of Student Employment, student
employment has increased 62 percent nationally
over the last two decades. SU's Office of Financial
Aid reports that about 55 percent of the c urrent
student population works. Why? Because the rising cost of higher education is hard for today's families to keep up with.
In addition, government support h asn't kept
pace with the increases. However, stude nts and
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parents still have help in the struggle. Since 1965
the Federal Work Study (FWS) program-a federal grant program that subsidizes student
salaries- has made it possible for most campus
employers to provide opportunities to eligible students, who receive a paycheck for their work. At
Syracuse, 50 percent of working students' earnings are paid for t hrough FWS and the hiring
department pays the other half, according to
Christopher Walsh, director of financial aid.
Walsh administers most undergraduate and
graduate financial aid programs including the
Higher Education Opportunity Program and
Student Support Services Program. He also coordinates aid programs associated with University
College, athletics, and tuition exchange. Although
handling FWS - which serves about 25 percent of
the student body-is a small part of Walsh's job, it
is far from insignificant. "The work study program
gives students solid work experience and a high
level of esteem," Walsh says.
Most students say they attend college to receive
an education that will help them get a good job
after graduation. The ingredients for success, they
believe, are a high CPA, extracurricular activities,
and part-time work, because employers seek wellrounded individuals.
The JournaL of Student Employment included a
random survey conducted by United Parce l
Service that asked 2,000 human resources managers their views on what makes some graduates
more qualified tha n others. Of the 1,201 who
responded, 77 percent said they considered parttime employment w hen hiring; 89 percent disagreed with grade point average as the single most
important factor; a nd 94 percent said that if given
the choice between two applicants with equal academic qualifications, they would pick the one with
part-time work experience.
A Washington State University s urvey, also
publish ed in the JournaL of Student Employment,
found that working students do better in terms of
academic performance a nd persistence than their
counterparts who do not work. " I would agree
w ith that statement because work relieves finan cia l pressure a nd gives students direction and a
sense of belonging, " says Barry W ells, SU's vice
president for student affairs and dean of student
relations. "I get to know the students I work w ith,
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would be no football or basketball games or other
major events. I don't think people realize that."
Students also serve as liaisons between employers and the SU community. "Our students teach
us about the evolving culture of SU," says
Thomas Ellet, director of residence life. "We need
to understand the ever-changing environment in
order to improve our leadership, training, and
development programs." University budgets may
be tight, but departments realize what the students have to offer. "It's an investment, but more
importantly, it's a partnership," Walsh says.
Some students use FWS to connect with the
Syracuse community and its people . In the
process they gain experience, feel good a bout
themselves, and earn money and possibly academic credit.
Marisela Bentancur considers herself a role
model. Although she's from a disadvantaged
background , economics didn't stop her from
achieving her goals. The junior started off majoring in architecture, but switched to child and family studies so she could become a therapist for
abused children.
For at least three hours each weekday, Bentancur works at the Spanish Action League and
shows Latino children they can be successful.
These young people come from dysfunctional
homes, and look to Bentancur for support. "As a
youth counselor, I help them through their emotional problems, " she says. "However, one of our
goals is to enhance their reading skills and, being
bilingual, I help them with English, too."
Initially Bentancur v olunteered at the league,
but after her first week of work she was hired
part-time. She also receives academic credit for
her efforts. "In my major, ex p erience credit is
required, so I'm killing two birds with one stone,"
Bentancur says. The cultural likeness and her
desire to uplift young people's attitudes and
morale enhance her work. "Marisela functions
like a well-oiled engine, " says Gretchen Frances,
yo uth programs coordinator at the Spanish
Action League. "She's developed strong ties with
the students because she represents a consistency
they don't otherwise have in their lives."
Were it not for FWS, many nonproflt agencies
would lack the means to hire students. Entering
into a contract with the University allows them to
capitalize on the talents of SU students and benefit from their positive energy. "Studen ts bring
fresh ideas," says Robin Butler, operations manager at Planned Parenthood Center of Syracuse Inc.
"They are much more aware of the needs of this
generation. We learn as much from them regarding issues and resources as they do from us."
The screening process at Planned P aren thood
is extensive because discretion is h eld in high
regard. However, the age ncy welcom es students
from a ll backg rounds. "Most students who work
with us are from human service-related programs,
but we do get some political science majors as
well," Butler says. "Regardless of their back-

and they feel comfortable approaching me for
guidance and advice. Students recognize that it's
helpful to align themselves with people who can
help them navigate through the bureaucracy of an
institution."
Jamal Wright sits at the entrance of
Brewster/Boland halls from midnight to 6 a.m.
checking student IDs. There's little doubt the
hours of a resident security aide (RSA) are
demanding. His job may not seem too difficult,
but imagine being a junior with a dual major in
marketing and law and public policy, a supervisor
who also works during the day handling schedules and paperwork for other RSAs, president of
the NAACP, vice president of the Black Communications Society, and vice president of marketing for Pi Sigma Epsilon marketing fraternity.
With a plate this full and a 3.0 grade point average, Wright remarks that "if it weren't for my job,
I wouldn't be as academically sound as I am. It
teaches me time management and how to meet
deadlines."
FWS offers a lot to S U as well. A department,
for instance, can hire a competent person whose
pay is subsidized. And the University would have
a burden to shoulder without the 40 student marshals safely escorting members of the University
community around campus, 65 sales representatives ringing purchases at the bookstore, 130
phon e attendants speaking with alumni at
Telefund, 150 resident advisors looking after campus residents, more than 200 RSAs securing residence halls after dark, close to 275 students organizing shelves at the library, and 500 students
working in food services.
"Students are crucial," says Barbara Snyder,
senior personnel representative at E .S. Bird
Library. "In addition to shelving, they work at the
circulation and reference desks, in bibliographic
and preservation services, and in every department in the library. We would be lost without
them."
When students take time off during semester
breaks or finals, many campus employers must
resort to a lte rnatives to fill vacan cies. "There's
always a Plan B," says John Burns, assista nt
manager of campus catering. "There are local students who opt to work over break and temporary
staff members we can use, and the full-time staff
does its best to chip in."
The Carrier Dome feels the pinch during such
periods, a nd has a procedure in place for when
the inevitable occurs. Advertisements are placed
in the Syracuse newspapers to recruit temporary
workers, other full-time food services staff members fill in, campus-wide e-mail postings invite
University employees to work, and student managers are required to r etur n from break for
gam es . "St ud e nts are the backbone of this
University, especially at the Carrier Dome," says
Sharon Mullen, dire c tor of the Stud e nt
Employment Office (SEO), where about 8,000
students visit each year. "Without them there
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ground, we want them to be comfortable with the
services we provide."
As a second-year nursing major striving for a
career in obstetrics and gynecology, Teja Bryant
enjoys working at Planned Parenthood. Since
October 1995 Bryant has logged 10 hours a week
in the front office fielding calls, filing, and handling other clerical tasks . "Everyone," Bryant
says, "must be sympathetic, caring, and patient in
this business."
Bryant exemplifies the marriage between the
classroom and work experience, employing
course skills like deciphering medical shorthand
to enhance her work at Planned Parenthood .
"This work is resume building and reinforces my
desire to be an obstetrician," she says.
According to Walsh, the University hopes to
give more focus to the community service program, but funding is the key. The Clinton administration announced an increase in FWS funding
for the 1997-98 academic year, and SU expects to
receive an additional $600,000. It is the government's intent that schools apply the monies
toward the America Reads Challenge, a community service effort that sends college students into
elementary schools as reading tutors. SU plans to
use the money to strengthen its ties with the city.
"The University has thousands of bright, energetic, talented students," says Walsh. "Our goal is
to develop a strategy to better deploy this great
resource and have more of an impact in the
Syracuse community."
Some students turn to unique opportunities
within the University community, signing on with
campus organizations that provide services to the
student body. Alteracts (Alternative Action Service), for example, was founded in the mid-seventies to help students find off-campus housing and
provide them with printing and other services.
Today, Alteracts maintains off-campus housing
programs and, with financial support from the
Student Government Association (SGA), the
Graduate Student Association, and the law
school, it offers affordable printing to all student
groups.
Wheth er producing a flier, h elping a person
find an apartment, or locating someone to share a
car ride home, "the main focus is to help students," says Carol Stone, coordinator and the only
full-time e mployee at Alteracts. Stone handles
payroll, balances the budget, and oversees 19 students currently employed there. "We all do everything," Stone says, "but if someone has a specific
skill like graphic arts, then they work on pasting
up printed materials."
When most people think of Spectrum, images
of music and flowers come to mind. But the student-owned a nd -operated establishment, founded
in the early seventies, provides a broad range of
m erch and ise and services - h e n ce the n ame - at
low cost. T here's an extensive music department;
a full-service florist featuring balloons, birthday
cakes, stuffed animals, and, of course, flowers

ready to be delivered anywhere on campus; a
video section with more than 1,300 titles for rent;
a travel agency; an appliance rental department
with microwave ovens, refrigerators, televisions,
and VCRs; and a deli in HBC that gives students
a place to grab a bite while they're on the Quad.
The nonprofit organization receives partial
funding from SGA and only hires FWS recipients. The all-student environment promotes a feeling of autonomy. It's not a party, but it's not strict
either. The formula is simple. "You give respect to
get respect," says Andrew Saluti, a sophomore
printmaking major and manager of Spectrum
Florist. "Students are easy to manage because we
are all in the same boat. If this were anything
other than a university setting, it would be much
harder."
Through Spectrum employment, Saluti is soaking up real-world experience. "Working helps me
maintain a healthy and positive frame of mind and
be productive, " he says. "Spectrum is helping me
stay in school- not just because of money, but
because of the friends I've made at this job. I've
also made solid contacts for the future."
Christopher Schlecht G'98 and Sheryl Donald
'95, G'97 also wanted to establish contacts, so they
took advantage of FWS to seek career-related
positions.
Schlecht, a law student, spends 15 to 20 hours a
week at the Onondaga County District Attorney's
Office. Working in the appeals unit, Schlecht
finds answers to legal questions and serves
papers. In addition, he sharpens his legal writing
skills by drafting court documents. "This real-life
exposure supplements what I am learning in class
and gives me a much better understanding of
criminal law," he says. According to Senior
Assistant District Attorney James Maxwell, the
DA's office is fast paced, and even veterans can
lose their way. "Students are sharp and bring
skills they are learning in school," Maxwell says.
"They have perspectives an attorney may not
have. We appreciate students and to some extent
try to serve as mentors, as they h elp us keep on
top of our work."
Donald, a grad uate student in the School of
Social Work and an aspiring Secret Service agent,
is a supervisor for the Department of Public
Safety's (DPS) Student Marshal Program. In
addition to escorting students, marshals learn basic
law enforcement practices hands-on by patrolling
campus and condu cti ng building ch ecks.
With a bachelor's d egree in psychology and previous counseling experience in crisis intervention,
domestic violence, and peer sexuality, Donald is
aware of how perceptive a marshal must be. "Our
community is diverse and as marshals we deal with
variou s personalities and backgrounds, " she says.
"We h ave a responsibility to students and the entire
community to be focused, attentive, and sen sitive."
Steven Healy, assistant director of DPS, views
the student-employee relationship as a two-way
street because "they provide more eyes and ears in
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the community. In addition, we write letters of
recommendation for people like Sheryl who are
interested in pursuing this type of work as a
career," he says.
FWS is an option and doesn't obligate a student to use the funds. However, they are not
replaced with another grant if the student chooses
not to use them. Some students, like senior
Monica Pagan, try the grant program, but realize
it isn't for them. During her first two years at SU,
Pagan worked as novelty shop supervisor at the
Carrier Dome. By her junior year she stopped
using the government's funds. "I was grateful for
FWS, but the pay wasn't sustaining me," says
Pagan, who sought work off-campus. After stints
as a restaurant cashier and customer service representative at a check-printing company, she
became a customer service representative and
emergency service dispatcher at Agway Energy
Products. While taking 18 credits, the marketing
major works nights and weekends, clocking 25
hours a week. "This experience shows me who I
am and what I am capable of," she says. "I am
independent and can take care of business. I take
a lot of pride in that."
Students without the FWS option don't necessarily have to resort to off-campus jobs. In addition to the 25 percent who receive FWS, another
25 percent of the student population works on
campus.
Jessica Weinstein, a first-year broadcast journalism major, spends about 10 hours a week as a
server with Carrier Dome catering. Although she
claims her job is not overly demanding, she recognizes that work and other commitments force her
to take the initiative and be organized . "Time
management, working with others, and the ability
to use w hat I learn and apply it to other tasks are
components of a good work ethic, and that can
only help me in the long run," she says.
Working may be necessary, but when it interferes with academics students must re-evaluate
their situation. Payal Gupta learned this firsthand
after she tried to work 35 hours a week, but
e nd ed up n eglecting her studies. The campuscatering supervisor trains other students a nd also
prepares for, serves at, and cleans up after events.
At major gatherings, she manages up to 16 people
who, in turn, can serv e 1,000 guests. "Working
for ces m e to prioritize, and 1 tend to do better
overa ll," Gupta says. "But if I work more than 20
hour s a week, my grades fa ll."
Unfortuna tely, not all students r ecognize their
limits and some run into problems. When this
happens, the Student Employment Office (SEO)
helps them put the pieces back together. As a
human resources d epartment, SEO is at the cen ter of it all for w orking students. The office manages on- a nd off-campus employ m ent for FWS
a nd non- F WS s t ud e nts , es t a blish e s poli c ie s,
e n courag es p e rfo r ma nce r eview s, prot ects stu dents' rights, and conducts mediation and training
in sex ual harassment prevention, w orker's com-

pensation, Syracuse University Improving
Quality, and other areas. "From pitching a tent
during Opening Weekend and hosting tables in
the Schine at the beginning of each semester, to
posting opportunities on the bulletin board in the
office, we do our best to promote this service to
students," Mullen says.
Through SEO's web homepage, students can
learn where the jobs are. The web site, which
receives about 150 visitors monthly, has offerings
like the Student Employment Guide, a monthly
newsletter, and JobNet, an online job postings
guide. Sophomore Kamika Dunlap found both
her jobs- front desk receptionist at Booth Hall
and basketball referee at Intramural Services-on
JobNet. "The people at the Student Employment
Office are personable and insightful," she says.
"Certainly if you need them, they are there; however, they prefer that students use the Internet
because their homepage leads you in so many
more directions."
Appreciation is another key to students having
positive work experiences. Student Employment
Week, the first week in April, is part of a national
program that recognizes student employees for
their invaluable contributions to colleges and universities. "Recognition," says Mullen, "is one of
the top reasons for students working-somebody
knows who I am. This creates a feeling of stability
and helps anchor students in this environment."
Freshman year was tough for Tatiana Stefanco,
and she almost left SU. Working at the Carrier
Dome, however, helped acclimate her to the environment and reduced the trauma of being away
from family and friends . "One day I looked up
and saw the Dome and thought, 'Wow, this is
something so much bigger than me.' It intrigued
me so I decided to see what was on the inside,"
says the fifth-year industrial design major.
After venturing inside, she joined the Carrier
Dome team. Stefanco moved quickly through the
ranks, first handling a portable stand, then managing a group stand at Dome events, to her curr ent position as student coordinator. Stefanco
works from as few as three hours a w eek to as
many a s 60, but usu ally cloc ks a bout 30. Sh e
often needs all of that time to oversee three
departments- catering, concessions, and novelties -manage the administrative assistants, and
organize management tra ining. "The Dome," she
believes, "is worth another three credits. "
If those cr edits were for a cla ss, they w ould b e
for one titled "L ife Exp erience." In essence t hat 's
what a job gives a st udent and w hat Stefan co has
received. "This job put me in a supervisory position before age 20 and h elped me develop a thick
skin; taught m e how t o b e a mac ro-mana ger,
whic h ch a llen ges m e to see the bigger picture;
helped m e a pprecia te the v a lue of a dollar ; a nd
allowed me to w ork with p eople of varying backg rounds, " she says.
"This well-rounded experience is real, and this
job has helped shape me into a person I like." •

30

Published by SURFACE, 1997

SYRA C U SE U N I VE R S I T Y M AGA Z I N E

7

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 13, Iss. 3 [1997], Art. 7

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol13/iss3/7

8

